Do you have a biosafety question and you're not sure who might have the answer? Just send your questions to this "Ask the Experts" column and they'll be answered. Drawing from my own experience and that of other experts in the field,I will try to offer a thorough and comprehensive response to your question. Please e-mail yourquestionstojkeene@biohaztec.com or to the Editor, Ira F. Salkin, at irasalkin@aol.com.
Question:
What type of animal containment equipment should be used when performing BiosafetyLevel (BSL)-2 and BSL-3 work with infected animals?
Answer:
With the increasing construction of BSL-3 laboratories and Animal Biosafety Level (ABSL)-3 facilities, interest in the type of containment devices used to house infected experimental animals has grown.
In containment laboratories, some type of primary containment equipment must be used to prevent the potential release of infectious agents. While small animals, such as mice and rats, may be contained in cages with various HEPA filter configurations and then removed to Biosafety Cabinets for manipulation, containment cages for larger animals, including rabbits, dogs. and cats, is not so easily accomplished. Although many manufacturers offer what they term "containment" caging for animals to minimize exposure to potentially allergenic materials from the animals, these often do not take into account the requirements for truly containing pathogenic organisms and the potential for subsequent laboratory-acquired infection.
When determining the appropriate caging systems 158 for a particular purpose, one should consider some or all of the following points. 1. What is to be accomplished by containment? Are the animals to be protected or are personnel to be protected against the agents that infect the animals? 2. Can the exhaust system be effectively decontaminated prior to removal of HEPA filters? Is the unit capable of being sealed to insure containment of the decontaminating material? Such decontamination is required when removing filters from HVAC systems, so why would we fail to protect maintenance personnel in the animal facility? 3. Can the HEPA filter system be tested to insure that exhaust air, which is exhausted back into the facility, is in fact passing through the filter and not around the filter? Again, if the air needs to be filtered, shouldri't we require the same type of testing on containment caging filters as in our HVAC systems? 4. Where is the HEPA filter in relation to the unit's exhaust fan? Several commercial units are designed to be either positive or negative pressure units. When in the negative mode, the HEPA filters are downstream of the fan thus allowing for contamination of the fan and the formation of a positive pressure contaminated area in the unit prior to the HEPA filter. We don't allow this in biosafety cabinets, so why would we allow it in a primary containment device for housing animals? In summary, the animal containment unit that is best for your facility is not a matter easily determined by personnel from outside your facility. The decision must be yours, based on the work to be done and the potential for personnel exposure to the experimental animals. Perhaps keeping in mind the requirements for minimizing exposure in laboratories and applying them to the animal facility will result in the proper selection of such equipment.
